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DuBois: Remarks at the Planning Retreat (2017)

Remarks at the VCCS Chancellor’s Annual Planning Retreat (2017)
These remarks were delivered at the Founder’s Inn in Virginia Beach, VA on October 11, 2017.

W

e gathered here a year ago to celebrate the 50th anniversary of Virginia’s Community
Colleges. It feels like a lifetime has since passed. We’ve endured 12 months of politics
conducted at the piercing volume of a firetruck; 12 months of natural disasters leading to images of
rubble, flooding, and devastation that too easily blend together; and 12 months of moments like
Charlottesville and Las Vegas that leave you breathless, speechless, and if you’re not careful,
hopeless.

The search for solutions to these challenges is not the focus of this retreat, and yet it is. The fate of
more than 1,000 of our community college students hang in the balance of the DACA debate.
Power line workers trained at our community colleges are on-the-job as we speak in Texas, Florida,
and elsewhere to restore the normalcy washed away by the storms. Charlottesville’s Heather Heyer
was once our student. And surely among the first responders who saved lives in Las Vegas were
many trained at a community college.
The late Fred Rogers – long beloved for his television show Mr. Roger’s Neighborhood – said that his
mother, in response to scary news and events, would say “Look for the helpers. There is always
someone trying to help.”
There’s an urgency to our community college mission that has a way of finding us. Our task is to
answer the challenge it offers; to leverage the opportunity it presents; and to create more of the
helpers that we will always need. Our colleges are going the right direction, though Virginia needs us
to move a little farther and a little faster. We are dedicated to the vision of seeing a college graduate
in every Virginia home.
Complete 2021, our six-year statewide strategic plan, is a bold step in that direction. We strive to triple
the number of credentials our colleges put into the Virginia economy annually by the year 2021.
Getting there, in both the near-term and the long-term, requires more from us all.
JLARC
This year offered a reminder of just how much more. For the third time in our history, and the first
time in a quarter-century, the Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission examined our colleges
and their operations. For those of you unaccustomed to the Richmond-based lingo, that’s JLARC.
For those of you well-steeped in the lingo, you know it can also be a verb. Many times over the past
year I’ve been asked, “Oh, you’re being JLARC-ed, huh?” Well, we were JLARC-ed. And to our
surprise, there really were no surprises.
JLARC’s final report confirmed some things in which we take a lot of pride:
•
•

Our community colleges, collectively, are Virginia’s largest provider of undergraduate higher
education;
We are also the most affordable. We help students avoid debt on our credential and degree
programs, and that’s true for our students who transfer into bachelor’s degree programs; and
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•

Our colleges, and the system office, are lean and efficient, when compared to other states
and national averages.

That’s all great stuff. It shows that we keep the faith with Virginia taxpayers, and remain mindful of
our public mission. In addition, I would like to point out that our student success numbers are
improving. Our class of 2016 was our biggest graduating class ever, awarding more than 33,000
degrees and certifications. The class of 2017 barely missed matching that number. And we see more
students earning their associate degree at a faster pace.
The JLARC report highlighted our challenges too. All told, they offered 21 recommendations. Well,
they call them recommendations. I call them reminders because the things that captured their
attention have held our attention for some time now. In many cases, we are already designing,
building and implementing solutions. In fact, I want to use those reminders as a framework for these
remarks. I would like to talk, in broad terms, about some of the challenges we have; what we’re
doing about them; and perhaps even how you can contribute to our thinking at this retreat and
beyond.
Enrollment
Our most pressing challenge at the moment is declining enrollment. There are nearly 60,000 fewer
students attending our community colleges today than there were six years ago. That’s a drop of 22
percent. To put that number into perspective, it is equal to the total enrollment of 17 of our 23
colleges. And data indicates that trend continues in the current semester.
On one hand, this is not unique to Virginia. Community college enrollments are down across the
country. Experts frequently point to a recovering economy and the size of high school graduating
classes to explain this. In many places high school enrollments are holding steady at best. In others,
they are shrinking. On the other hand, our problem is deeper and we cannot be complacent about it.
One out of every 10 Virginians lives today in poverty. Breaking down those numbers, they’re even
worse when looking at certain regions, minority groups, and those under the age of 18. And we see
sobering statistics from time-to-time on just how many families live paycheck-to-paycheck and how
many are just one emergency away from being broke. The bottom line is that we are not running out
of people to serve.
One area in which we must improve is connecting more effectively with those who first reach out to
us. This is the process of converting an inquiry into an enrollment. And no matter how much we
don’t want to talk about them, our friends in the for-profit college sector have turned this into a
science. We have a lot of catching up to do. Today, out of everyone who fills out a community
college application, roughly one out of three actually enroll. I’ve asked presidents if they have what
they need, and who they need, to better capture the other two people. The answer is they don’t.
So I’m asking how can we leverage this new tool we have, called the Shared Services Center? Can it
become a 24-hour call center, staffed with experts who convince those who have reached out to us
to become our students? I think it would be a mistake if we didn’t explore an option like that. And
that’s just one of the ways we can look at things we do, resources we already have, and ask what
more can we do? When it comes to the broader question of enrollment, let me ask: What should we
do about these trends? What should we stop doing? What can we do better? I would like you to
keep those questions in mind throughout this retreat.
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You’re not the only ones thinking about this challenge, however. I have assembled a task force of
some of our best community college leaders to tackle these questions. I would like to thank Dr. John
Capps, president of Central Virginia for chairing this effort; and I would like to thank one of our
newest presidents, Dr. Jan Gullickson of Germanna for serving as co-chair. Our State Board Chair,
Eleanor Saslaw; Vice-Chair Robin Sullenberger; and members Walter Stosch and Peggy Lane are
also serving on the task force, offering their invaluable perspectives to the conversation. I’ve asked
the task force to offer preliminary recommendations at the beginning of 2018, and their final
recommendations by the end of the academic year. Admittedly, that’s a tight turnaround for such a
big issue. But we have no time to lose.
Every other challenge our colleges face – from meeting the unique needs of our students, to building
a 21st century Dual Enrollment model, to improving to transfer pathways, to enhancing institutional
diversity – connects to our enrollment challenge. Sometimes, they are a cause of it; sometimes, they
are an effect; and sometimes they’re both.
FastForward
There is at least one bright spot among our enrollment challenges. That’s our short-term workforce
training programs. We more than tripled the number of high-demand credentials we put into
Virginia’s economy last year.
That was driven primarily by a new initiative the state calls the New Economy Workforce
Credentials Grants program. We’re giving it a different name, however, in our efforts to make more
people aware of the opportunities they represent. We call the program FastForward: Credentials for
Careers that Matter. These FastForward credentials represent that fastest-growing segment of what
our community colleges do. That’s not surprising. We hit a sweet spot here. We’re helping
businesses fill high-demand jobs for which they’ve identified a need. And we’re helping adults –
folks who are older than we consider the typical college-age student to be – earn the credential they
need in weeks in month, not semesters and years.
We’re learning lessons along the way. We are finding ways to offer this training to meet the needs of
the students. We are finding ways to fit into the lives of people who are often working a part-time
job or two, parenting a child or two, and stressing over paying a bill or two. So, when it comes to
our FastForward training programs, let me ask: What should we do next? What should we stop
doing? What can we do better? And, of course, how can we take what we are learning there and
apply it to what we consider traditional academic programs?
Serving URP students
We haven’t any time to lose. We need to apply those lessons quickly. We face an unusual paradox in
our overall declining enrollment. Throughout the last six years our colleges have attracted more new
students every year compared to the year before. The increases are statistically small, but they’re real.
The problem is that they pale in comparison to the number of returning students we lose along the
way.
JLARC saw this too. Their report focuses a lot of attention on it. The students our colleges serve are
different, by and large, from the students universities serve. They’re also different from the idea
many people get in their mind when they hear the phrase, “college student.” Our students tend to be
older; poorer; attend classes only part-time; and they tend to be the first in their family’s history to
pursue higher education, and hungry. JLARC made it a big point to label these students as “at-risk.”
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We simply call them our students. These folks are close to my heart because I was among them
when I mustered the courage to first step foot on a community college campus.
We agree with JLARC that these individuals need more and better access to academic advising. The
professional research available today confirms the benefits. The financial resources available today
make it a challenge. We have said for years that should a college find itself with an extra dollar to
spend, academic
advising is where it
should go. JLARC
takes that idea one step
further, urging us to
work with the General
Assembly to identify
additional resources to
place more advisors on
campus. Often times,
the student we are
talking about don’t
know what it is they
don’t know. Often
times, they struggle to
understand our
terminology; they
struggle to navigate our bureaucracy; they struggle to understand what they can do, and need to do,
to get where they want to be. They simply need answers, and person-to-person interactions are often
the preferred way to get them.
We will work with General Assembly leaders to increase the number of advisors we place on
campus. That’s not the only way we are approaching this matter, however. We are in the midst of
upgrading the technologies that we can offer our students and prospective students. That begins
with a new online application. A statewide work group and an outside vendor is creating an
application that is easier for students to complete and more helpful to our colleges once they do. We
are simplifying the process itself. For too long now, we have confused students by placing before
them every class and option that they can take without recommending what they should take to get
where they want to go.
We are in the midst of implementing what’s called structured pathways to make that process more
transparent and intuitive. We are doing that with a company called EAB. If we get it right, we should
see more students sticking with it, and fewer students acquiring unnecessary extra credits – classes
that cost tuition dollars, financial aid dollars, and taxpayer dollars without getting students closer to
their goals. And perhaps we should ask ourselves, and our students, if they are pursuing the right
goals?
As I mentioned, we lose a lot of people along the way today. The structure and rigor of an associate
degree program – which becomes a five- or six-year adventure for many who attend only part-time –
may be simply a bridge too far. How can we can serve these people better? Instead of just letting
them slip away, with the scar on their psyche of being a college drop-out, what if we can redirect
them if they struggle, or recover them if they leave, to a FastForward program? Isn’t that what
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stackable credentials are really all about anyway? Helping them achieve that first critical step, and
preparing them for a job in a high-demand field might be the smarter play.
They could begin that career and return to us for the next step: a degree program. They would be
better-resourced and more experienced students – and perhaps better poised to see it through. Here
again, I wonder what we could do through the Shared Services Center? What if we had a team there
dedicated to reaching out and recovering the students who drop out from academic programs? So,
when it comes to meeting the unique challenges of our students, let me ask: What should we do
next? What should we stop doing? What can we do better?
Improving dual enrollment
Helping students get closer to their goals, while reducing time and cost along the way, is the focus of
another program that we offer called Dual Enrollment. Now, there are different types of Dual
Enrollment. The version that I’m talking about occurs in a high school, taught by a qualified high
school instructor. Virginia’s Community Colleges have been working with K-12 school divisions to
create these offerings since the early 1980s.
The good news is that Dual Enrollment works. The program is convincing many of the students it
serves to pursue college education and to earn a postsecondary credential – just as it was intended to
do. The bad news is that Dual Enrollment doesn’t work for enough of its students. Further, parents
and high school administrators are concerned about the price of tuition and fees, which differ across
the state. Our community colleges are concerned about the lack of qualified high school teachers.
Without them, students are taking a patchwork of classes that ultimately fail to reduce the time it
takes to earn a degree. And universities are concerned about the quality and rigor of the classes,
sometimes electing not to accept them for transfer credit.
Virginia’s Department of Education is working with us on this. They want to redesign the high
school experience, and an updated Dual Enrollment model could be a big part of that. Not every
high school student aspires to a bachelor’s degree, and as we well know, not every high-demand job
requires one. Can we use the lessons we are learning from the FastForward program to make Dual
Enrollment more relevant, connecting students with meaningful careers?
We’ve already seen this model work at some of our colleges, including Patrick Henry and Tidewater.
They’re helping juniors and seniors earn meaningful certificates while in high school, then complete
an associate degree leading to well-paying, high-demand career – after one year of fulltime study at
the community college. The colleges’ credentialed faculty and state-of-the-art labs make it all
possible.
Perhaps it’s time we bring this to scale. Where its working today, this model is a win-win-win for the
high schools, for the students, and for local businesses. So, when it comes to improving Dual
Enrollment, let me ask: What should we do next? What should we stop doing? What can we do
better?
Improving transfer
I would like to talk about another one of the opportunities that we offer, which is working for some
people, but not enough of them. That’s transfer from our colleges to four-year universities. What we
have in place today holds tremendous potential for students who seek a bachelor’s degree and their
families, who often pay for it. Let me describe for you the best-case scenario that exists today: If you
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attend one of our colleges full time, and complete your associate degree in two years – while taking
the ascribed classes and earning the ascribed GPA, you can qualify for one of our statewide
articulation agreements, or one of the many transfer agreements that exists between individual
community colleges and individual universities. Then, you can qualify for Virginia’s Two-Year
College Transfer Grant – which could give you up to $3,000 a year for two years to attend a
university. And then you can finish your studies there over the next two years, graduating with your
bachelor’s degree.
If you can do that, if you can thread those needles, you could save up to $52,000 on the cost of that
bachelor’s degree. Let me offer just a few thoughts just to put that savings into context:
•
•
•

The typical bachelor’s degree earner in Virginia leaves school with about $30,000 in debt;
The median income in the commonwealth is just over $66,000 a year; and
A brand new BMW 4 series retails for just under $52,000.

We’re talking about a lot of money here. But much like the promise of our Dual Enrollment
offerings, the best-case scenario is experienced by too few people. Nearly 15,000 students
transferred from our community colleges to Virginia universities last year. That figure has been
growing annually for the last decade.
But the experience is harder than it has to be for most of our students. And they tend to lose a lot of
the credits they earned with us because of how they choose to transfer. Most go before completing
the associate degree. Accordingly, they can’t activate the terms of the transfer agreements. And that
means universities get to pick-and-choose which credits to accept when their transcript is reviewed.
Too many students are losing too many credits the way things are today. Some are even losing an
entire semester of work.
JLARC says college transfer should be more transparent, more student-friendly, and less
complicated. We say they’re right. We are working with the State Council for Higher Education in
Virginia and our senior transfer universities and colleges to boost the transferability of the credits
students earn with us. We are working on what’s called a passport – a set of courses – that will
satisfy the general education requirements at all public colleges and universities in Virginia. We are
also working with SCHEV and university partners to make it easier for transfer students to graduate
with a bachelor’s degree on-time, and minimize the confusion that leads them to take courses they
really don’t need. This mapping work will better connect what we offer, what the universities
require, and the transition our students encounter in connecting the two. This is tedious, detailed,
and sometimes contentious work. But it’s critical to making the reality of our transfer opportunities
live up to their promise.
Let me share one example of where this type of mapping is working, and it’s about to expand big
time. Virginia is among the leading states in the nation when it comes to serving veterans and
military-related students in higher education. We’re proud of that, but we know that we could do so
much more for them.
As you probably know, military service today is radically different than it was a generation ago. Most
of the jobs these men and women in uniform perform are highly-technical. When you couple that
with their experience, ability to work in a team, and other qualities, these folks become highly
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attractive to businesses seeking talent. But the jobs to which they want to hire them typically require
a postsecondary credential. And while the skills and experience our service members earn can be
amazing, it looks different on a page and often isn’t a postsecondary credential.
Too often in the past, when these service men and women turn to us, we’ve had a hard time
transferring their work and experience into credit for prior learning. I mean really, when you spend
years in uniform and a college is going to offer you only a few elective physical education credits to
enroll, why bother? Thanks to the work of Dr. Van Wilson and Susan Moyer, from the VCCS, and
community college instructors across the state, we have mapped dozens of Military Occupational
Specialties, or MOSs, to dozens of our academic programs. This means that we can help these men
and women now translate their service experience into academic credit that honors both what
they’ve done and our academic integrity.
The numbers on this are impressive. To date, more than 30 of our disciplines, include high-demand
ones like cyber security, have been reviewed against 200 MOSs and more than 1,000 military
courses. That has created more than 5,000 equivalencies that are now consistently available to
service members and veterans who enroll in any Virginia Community College. And that work
continues.
And we’re launching a new web tool – an online veterans’ portal – in the coming months that will
make it easy and convenient for veterans to compare their MOSs with our various programs to see
how far along their hard-earned service places them toward a college degree – all from the
convenience of their smartphone or computer. Our presidents just saw a demonstration of that tool
at a business meeting this morning.
The process of transfer, the honoring of previously-earned academic credits, all take various forms.
It’s not easy work, but it’s certainly worth the time and the effort. So, when it comes to college
transfer, let me ask: What should we do next? What should we stop doing? What can we do better?
Diversity
I would like to conclude with an area of good news. The JLARC report confirmed, once again, that
Virginia’s Community Colleges lead the state when it comes to serving minority students. That’s
been a hallmark of our institutions since our doors first opened. Last year, for example, our colleges
served a combined total of more than 86,000 African-American, Hispanic and Latino, and Asian
students. Further, students from those groups accounted for two out of every five graduates our
colleges produced in the class of 2017. Within that, it’s worth pointing out that our number of
Hispanic and Latino graduates has more than tripled since 2009.
We’re proud of those numbers while mindful that our push to serve more students overall must
include a focus on those from minority backgrounds. We believe an important part of doing that is
being intentional in building a faculty and staff that resembles the people we serve. An important
part of any individuals’ success is the ability to see themselves in the careers for which they aim, and
the stops they make along the way. That includes who they see leading their classes.
We’re making progress in that regard – despite some tough fiscal realities which have led to a
significant reductions in the number of instructors we employ:
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•
•

Today, minorities make up 22 percent of our instructor ranks. That’s higher than the average
of 17 percent for the previous five years; and more importantly
21 percent of our new full time faculty hires are minorities. This results in an estimated 10
percent increase despite the aforementioned decline in hiring.

I would like to further point out that all three of the new college presidents hired over the past year
have been women, bringing greater gender balance to a vital level of leadership at our institutions.
I am a passionate student of history. Throughout the story of Virginia, and the story of America,
there is a clear and convincing pattern that regularly emerges: our progress and our success depend
on our inclusivity. Moving forward means moving together. Community colleges were built to
advance that purpose. Higher education has been, and continues to be, an antidote to ignorance,
bigotry and hatred – the emotions and actions that sometimes lock us in place, and oftentimes move
us backwards. And let me add that our focus on diversity includes challenges and struggles occurring
in our rural areas.
The things that propelled Virginia a century ago – tobacco, textiles, manufacturing, and coal –
happen elsewhere now, if they even happen at all. And the places where they did occur in Virginia
struggle to recover from their loss. The plight of these communities was among the reasons our
community colleges were created. In fact, most of them serve rural Virginia, when you look at the
map.
We have specific programs, like the Rural Virginia Horseshoe Initiative, that address these
challenges head-on and hopefully send a signal that we have neither forgotten nor forsaken those
Virginians. And we have FastForward and other programs that offer creative and effective ways to
connect people with tangible opportunities. And we are dedicated to keeping at that. Northern
Virginia Community College recently earned praise in a national study from The Equality of
Opportunity Project for being one of the nation’s leading institutions for increasing the upward
mobility of its students and graduates. That’s a wonderful achievement, and we tip our cap to them.
At the end of the day, we want to see that same kind of transformation occurring for those who live
in rural Virginia, and we intend for our colleges there to lead the way. So, when it comes to many
aspects of diversity – racial, cultural, and geographic, just to name a few – let me ask: What should
we do next? What should we stop doing? What can we do better?
Conclusion
In closing, ladies and gentlemen, let me return to where I began, and that’s the need for helpers.
Individuals look to our colleges, and each of us who work here, to help them move forward. The
better we are at being their helpers, the more we do to create the helpers that our community, our
commonwealth, and our country desperately need.
Another way to consider our mission is that it’s our job to ensure that smart, educated, and trained
people always outnumber the problems and challenges we face. Though we work in academic
institutions, the work we do is never simply academic. As a smart, nimble, and flexible collection of
colleges, we must willing to ask the tough questions, do the hard work, and find what’s needed to
address the issues of tomorrow.
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This retreat is a big part of that work. And your contributions are big part of this retreat. Ask tough
questions. Think big thoughts. Be the spark that makes us better helpers and creates better helpers.
Thank you.
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